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cusing on the role of UN agencies in 
the creation and promotion of this 
right. This paper also highlights the 
unique circumstances of undocu-
mented Latino immigrants, focusing 
on the tension between the need to 
access assistance programs and the 
fear of punishment or deportation. 
While UN agencies have taken steps 
to protect some vulnerable groups, 
such protections are currently lack-
ing for undocumented Latino im-
migrants in the United States. De-
spite their shortcomings in securing 
undocumented migrants’ right to 
food, UN agencies can do much 
more to address food security by 
expanding the conceptualization of 
rights-holders and duty-bearers to 
encompass state obligations to un-
documented immigrants. Further-
more, this paper presents directions 
for future policy to promote undoc-
umented immigrants’ realization of 
the right to food. 
Background
     Given its profound impact on 
individual and population health 
outcomes, the right to food is a 
fundamental aspect of the overall 
right to health. UN agencies play a 
significant role in creating an equi-
table global landscape that allows 
people to secure their human rights. 
However, despite UN efforts, some 
vulnerable populations face severe 
barriers to accessing food. More-
over, lack of access to food interferes 
with political participation and in-
U nited Nations (UN) agen-cies have laid forth the framework of human 
rights, including the right to health, 
which encompasses the right to 
food. The right to food is more than 
just access to basic staples; rather, 
it has been clarified and expanded 
to include the rights to nutrition 
and food security. Although these 
rights apply to undocumented Lati-
no immigrants in the U.S., they face 
disproportionate food insecurity. 
Undocumented Latino immigrants 
are left unprotected by the national 
government, facing significant bar-
riers to accessing food assistance 
programs, health insurance, and le-
gal protection. This paper examines 
the origins of the right to food, fo-
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fringes upon other human rights. 
This paper will focus on one specific 
subset of the population: undocu-
mented Latino immigrants in the 
United States. Fifty percent of im-
migrants and seventy five percent of 
undocumented immigrants in the 
U.S. come from Latin America.1 A 
disproportionate number of Latino 
households lack adequate nutritious 
food, with over one in five house-
holds facing food insecurity.2 Those 
who are undocumented face even 
more barriers to realizing the right 
to food. This section will describe 
the right to food, the UN agencies 
that have recognized this right, as 
well as the expansion of the right to 
food to include the right to nutrition 
and food security. The explanation 
of the right to food will be followed 
by an overview of the challenges that 
undocumented Latino immigrants 
face in securing the right to food. 
The Right to Food
     The right to food is more than 
an ideal; rather, it sits in a legal-
ly binding framework of human 
rights. The right to food was first 
conceptualized in the 1948 Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR), which addressed food 
as an underlying determinant of 
health. Although this declaration 
was non-binding, the inclusion of 
the right to food paved the way for 
subsequent human rights measures, 
most notably the 1966 Internation-
al Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR) and the Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, So-
cial, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
both of which are legally binding for 
the 160 member-states who have 
agreed to uphold these covenants. 3 
The UN General Assembly adopted 
the UDHR, ICCPR, and ICESCR 
as an “International Bill of Human 
Rights” to define human rights and 
normalize them under international 
law.4
     The right to food is often situat-
ed within the right to health in these 
documents. However, the right to 
food is much more than an after-
thought of the right to health; it is 
constantly being revised, expand-
ed, and clarified. For instance, after 
the Cold War, the UN Committee 
on Economic, Social, and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR) established sev-
eral General Comments to clarify 
and interpret the rights set forth in 
various UN-adopted documents. 
General Comment 14, in particular, 
asserts that the right to food is more 
than the provision of basic staples. 
Rather, the right to health encom-
passes access to nutrition and oth-
er socioeconomic factors that can 
threaten good health.5 Moreover, 
the UN Commission on Human 
Rights includes a Special Rappor-
teur on the Right to Food to clari-
fy and expand the implications of 
this right. Beyond these documents, 
there are several UN agencies ded-
icated to promoting access to food. 
Most notably for this paper, the 
Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion (FAO), founded in 1945, aims 
to eradicate hunger, food insecurity, 
and malnutrition.6 The World Food 
Programme (WFP) delivers food 
assistance during emergencies and 
builds partnerships with communi-
ties to improve nutrition and food 
infrastructures throughout the lifes-
pan.7
     Over time, there has been a shift 
in the conceptualization of the right 
to food to include the rights to food 
security and nutrition. Examining 
the right to food through the lens of 
food security provides a more nu-
anced view of individual access to 
food. The concept of food security 
emerged as a response to the world 
food crisis of 1973-1974, upon 
which the 1974 World Food Summit 
described food security as “avail-
ability at all times of adequate world 
supplies of basic food-stuffs…to 
sustain a steady expansion of food 
consumption…and to offset fluctu-
ations in production and prices.”8 In 
other words, food security shifts the 
focus of the right to food beyond the 
actual food supply, to encompass the 
individual pathway to food acquisi-
tion. Such a shift is also clear in the 
Committee on World Food Security 
(CFS). Although the CFS was estab-
lished by the FAO in 1976, it wasn’t 
until 2009 that it explicitly included 
the right to food as a means of glob-
al food security.9
     Rather than solely encompassing 
basic food staples, under the FAO, 
the right to food has expanded to 
emphasize access to a nutritious, 
appropriate diet within the context 
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ble populations, do have the right 
to the highest attainable standard 
of health. However, there are a mul-
titude of challenges faced by this 
particular group that make securing 
this right difficult. About 23.3 per-
cent of Latino households are food 
insecure; undocumented Latino im-
migrants likely face even more dis-
proportionate food insecurity.13  Ac-
cording to a 2014 qualitative study of 
undocumented Latino immigrants, 
most participants reported not hav-
ing enough to eat, sacrificing their 
own food so their children could 
eat, experiencing mediocre food 
quality, and having a lack of choice 
in their food.14 It is clear that more 
work needs to be done in ensuring 
access to food security for this pop-
ulation. The challenges in applying 
the right to food to undocumented 
immigrants can be generalized into 
four main categories: health care 
barriers, occupational barriers, im-
migration status barriers, and edu-
cational or linguistic barriers.
Healthcare Barriers
     Health care, including preventa-
tive care, can play a significant role 
in granting undocumented immi-
grants the right to health. Health 
care can also guide right-holders 
towards nutritious food options 
and remedy diet-related ailments. 
Although federally qualified health 
centers that serve migrants do exist, 
these centers are often not physical-
ly accessible. Rural areas also tend 
to lack culturally and linguistical-
ly competent health care centers.15 
Even where healthcare is available, 
a lack of financial, educational, 
and procedural resources often de-
ters migrants from seeking care. 
Perhaps the most salient barrier to 
undocumented immigrants’ food 
and health access is lack of legal 
protection. Many migrants are thus 
ineligible for many health services 
without paying high out-of-pocket 
costs. For example, for the first five 
years after arrival to the US, im-
migrants are not allowed to access 
social protections, including Med-
icaid, or purchase health insurance. 
This applies to both documented 
and undocumented immigrants. 
Additionally, free health clinics that 
serve migrants are few and far be-
tween and are rarely advertised.16 
Occupational Barriers
     Undocumented immigrants are 
often vulnerable to discrimination 
and occupational hazards. Danger-
ous industries, lack of education 
and training, language barriers, and 
lack of social capital often make 
undocumented immigrants vulner-
able to exploitation.17 For example, 
migrant and seasonal farmworkers, 
many of whom are undocument-
ed immigrants from Mexico, have 
the worst health outcomes within 
the agricultural industry. Sparse 
enforcement of the Migrant and 
Seasonal Agricultural Worker Pro-
tection Act (MSPA) and the Occu-
pational Safety and Health Admin-
istration (OSHA) Field Sanitation 
Standards leaves them even more 
vulnerable to exploitation, danger-
of an environment that promotes 
sanitation, safety, and adequate 
health care related to food.10 In oth-
er words, even if food is accessible, 
it must not exist in a vacuum. Food 
itself must be supported by the ful-
fillment of other rights, such as the 
right to health, the right to dignity, 
freedom from discrimination, and 
the right to life. Such an approach 
to the right to food is not specific to 
the FAO. In its General Comment 
12, the CESCR clarifies that physical 
and economic access to food must 
go hand-in-hand with inherent dig-
nity and be supported by economic, 
environmental, and social policies 
aimed at eliminating poverty.11 The 
WFP has come to embrace nutrition 
as part of food security as well, ex-
panding its focus from solely pro-
viding food in emergencies to pri-
oritizing malnutrition throughout 
the lifespan. This includes tackling 
undernutrition, vitamin and miner-
al deficiencies, overweight, and obe-
sity simultaneously.12 This explicit 
focus on both acute and chronic 
malnutrition clarifies that food in-
security may have structural roots 
present throughout one’s entire life.
Challenges in Applying the 
Right to Food to Undocu-
mented Immigrants
     Moving beyond the right to food 
itself, there are significant challeng-
es in applying this right to undoc-
umented Latino migrants in the 
United States. Undocumented Lati-
no immigrants, like other vulnera-
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ous work environments, and poor 
health outcomes.18 Oftentimes, 
work opportunities may be short-
term or unreliable, creating periods 
of unemployment or forcing undoc-
umented immigrants to be transient 
and change residences frequently 
to find work. Many undocumented 
migrants describe food insecurity 
as a consequence of such unsteady 
work.19
Other Immigration Status 
Barriers
     In addition to a lack of access to 
health care and health insurance, 
undocumented immigrants face 
other challenges due to immigra-
tion status or lack of legal docu-
mentation. Pursuing any govern-
ment assistance carries some risk of 
being discovered and punished or 
deported. Some undocumented im-
migrants take the risk, while others 
are discouraged entirely from seek-
ing help in any form. Specifically 
related to nutrition, undocumented 
immigrants are excluded from all 
government nutritional programs 
except for the Special Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children (WIC); how-
ever, children born in the U.S. to 
undocumented immigrants are eli-
gible for the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP). WIC 
benefits allow families to purchase 
specific foods to improve their nu-
trition intake, and SNAP provides 
“near-cash” assistance that families 
can use to purchase food.20 More-
over, it is quite common for undoc-
umented immigrants to be respon-
sible for sending money, known 
as remittances, back to family and 
loved ones in their country of or-
igin. The pressure of remittances 
can add stress to the daily lives of 
undocumented immigrants and 
detract from the income they can 
spend on food.21
Educational and Linguistic 
Barriers
     Many undocumented immigrants 
describe a lack of English proficien-
cy as a significant barrier to the pro-
curement of food. Indeed, linguistic 
ability can act as a barrier for food, 
health care, education, government 
services, job opportunities, and so-
cial support. Community assistance 
and kinship networks have proven 
to serve as protective factors from 
food insecurity; linguistic barriers 
jeopardize the formation of these 
positive relationships and thus in-
crease vulnerability to food inse-
curity.22 Beyond language barriers, 
educational barriers can increase 
food insecurity. A general fear and 
distrust of government officials and 
programs can lead to limited knowl-
edge about food resources, health 
care options, and other beneficial 
programs. 
     Clearly, more attention needs 
to be paid to undocumented im-
migrants’ rights, as this population 
faces unique challenges in realizing 
the right to food. Such challeng-
es are compounded by the global 
trend towards urbanization and the 
massive growth of the food indus-
try, resulting in the “globalization 
of an unhealthy diet.”23 Undocu-
mented immigrants’ food options 
are restricted by an abundance of 
low-cost, high-sugar, high-fat foods 
available for purchase in place of 
nutritious foods that promote good 
health and food security.
Reasoning
     The right to food encompasses the 
right to nutrition and food security 
for undocumented immigrants. UN 
agencies such as the WFP have tak-
en steps to protect some migrants, 
such as refugees and internally dis-
placed persons (IDP), with provi-
sions of food, cash, food vouchers, 
and other amenities.24 Such pro-
tections are currently lacking for 
undocumented Latino immigrants 
in the United States. Despite their 
shortcomings in securing undocu-
mented migrants’ right to food, UN 
agencies can address these issues by 
expanding the conceptualization of 
rights-holders and duty-bearers to 
encompass state obligations to un-
documented immigrants. This sec-
tion will examine the ways in which 
undocumented immigrants differ 
from refugees and IDP in terms of 
food procurement. It will also ex-
plore existing UN mechanisms that 
could be used to coordinate nation-
al efforts to ensure protection of the 
right to food for all, including un-
documented immigrants.
     Undocumented immigrants are 
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highly processed, high-fat, and 
high-sugar foods. Such an abrupt 
shift in diet means that among U.S. 
immigrants, acculturation is associ-
ated with increased cardiometabolic 
risk, including hypertension, diabe-
tes, overweight, obesity, and hyper-
lipidemia, the causes of which stem 
from poor diet and low physical ac-
tivity.26
     Due to the extent of undocument-
ed immigrants’ integration into the 
market, some may argue that UN 
agencies are unable to stand up to 
transnational corporations, who are 
partially responsible for the lack of 
nutrition available to undocument-
ed immigrants.27 However, although 
more attention needs to be paid to 
undocumented immigrants, UN 
agencies are ultimately best suited 
to address the unique challenges 
this group faces in procuring food. 
Undocumented immigrants are not 
legally bound to the states in which 
they reside; thus, it is important 
that states look to UN agencies in 
order to address this. UN agencies 
can unite states in the coordination 
of national responses to food in-
security, thus increasing nutrition 
access for all people, but especially 
the most vulnerable, including un-
documented immigrants. For in-
stance, the FAO seeks to coordinate 
national responses to food insecuri-
ty, by providing support for design-
ing food security laws, policies, and 
programs to be implemented on the 
national level. The FAO also holds 
international conferences to address 
food security, such as the World 
Food Summits of 1996, 2002, and 
2009.28 Moreover, the FAO and the 
WHO have set universal standards 
for food and food trade through the 
Codex Alimentarius, thus standard-
izing national responses to food in-
security.29 National policies can and 
do fall short of protecting undocu-
mented migrants’ right to health; 
thus, it is crucial that states turn to 
the UN for standards, knowledge, 
and responses to food insecurity.
Policy Implications
     Policy can play an important role 
in promoting participation, trans-
parency, equality, and accountabili-
ty in realizing the right to food for 
undocumented Latino immigrants. 
This situation requires a reconcep-
tualization of rights-holders and du-
ty-bearers. Although undocument-
ed immigrants may not be bound 
to one state, it is important for the 
UN to remind states that these peo-
ple are indeed rights-holders. More-
over, the role of duty-bearers must 
include a duty to all who reside in 
a state, documented or otherwise. 
Mainstreaming human rights and 
explicit use of human rights lan-
guage is needed to remind states 
that they are bound to their human 
rights obligations. 
     Policy may also prove useful in 
implementing government assis-
tance programs that are appropriate 
for undocumented immigrants. Un-
documented immigrants and their 
children are ineligible for food as-
in a unique situation that presents 
special challenges to UN agencies 
securing their right to food. On one 
hand, this population exists in a 
very precarious situation, and many 
take extensive precautions to avoid 
revealing their lack of documen-
tation and risking punishment or 
deportation. Government outreach 
programs are few and far between, 
but even when presented with via-
ble options, many undocumented 
immigrants are hesitant to accept 
government aid for fear that they 
will be required to show proof of 
citizenship, valid ID, or health in-
surance. Furthermore, “victims of 
the violations of the right to food” 
are often unable to access judicial 
systems to redress human rights vi-
olations.25 Such options may only be 
viable for residents who can show 
proof of a green card, permanent 
residence, citizenship, or other doc-
umentation, or they may incite fear 
of punishment or deportation. 
     On the other hand, undocu-
mented immigrants are woven into 
the framework of communities in 
ways that refugees and IDP are not. 
Many are fully integrated into the 
workforce, send their children to 
public schools, and circulate mon-
ey throughout the U.S. economy. 
Many acquire food through the 
market, rather than relying solely 
on donated food assistance. Indeed, 
upon immigrating to the U.S., many 
immigrants experience dietary ac-
culturation. This involves a sudden 
shift from traditional diets to more 
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sistance programs, with the excep-
tion of WIC and SNAP.30 Govern-
ment assistance programs geared 
towards undocumented immigrants 
should be clear about their inten-
tions and clearly specify that they 
do not require health insurance or 
valid U.S. government-issued ID. 
Moreover, interviews with undoc-
umented Latino immigrants have 
revealed the importance of cultural-
ly appropriate food that is relatively 
consistent with traditional diets.31 
Future programs should account for 
cultural preferences in determining 
what food may be distributed, dis-
counted, or considered appropriate. 
The concept of food security is more 
nuanced than the mere provision of 
food staples, and policymakers must 
bear this in mind when designing 
food assistance programs. 
     Beyond undocumented immi-
grants specifically, there is much 
work to be done in easing the bar-
riers to access of nutritious food. 
One way to tackle this would be 
to regulate unhealthy, high-sugar, 
high-fat foods.32 The FAO already 
helps states write food security laws; 
it could feasibly also incorporate 
taxation into its current model. In-
creasing access to nutritious food 
will benefit all rights-holders, even 
those who have documentation 
and those who are U.S. citizens. Al-
though undocumented immigrants 
are disproportionately affected by 
food insecurity, the U.S. population 
as a whole could benefit from more 
affordable, accessible, and appro-
priate nutritious foods in place of 
cheap, fat- and sugar-loaded foods 
that threaten health.
Conclusion
    UN agencies have laid forth the 
framework of human rights, in-
cluding the right to health, which 
encompasses the right to food. The 
right to food is more than just ac-
cess to basic staples; rather, it has 
been clarified and expanded to in-
clude the rights to nutrition and 
food security. Although these rights 
apply to undocumented Latino im-
migrants in the U.S., this popula-
tion is disproportionately burdened 
by food insecurity. Undocumented 
Latino immigrants are left unpro-
tected by the national government, 
facing significant barriers to access-
ing food assistance programs, health 
insurance, and legal protection. Be-
yond the barriers outlined in this 
paper, securing undocumented 
Latino immigrants’ right to food 
will prove difficult in the face of 
populist nationalism, which threat-
ens human rights on a fundamental 
level. Unfortunately, undocument-
ed immigrants are often the target 
of state-sanctioned hatred and vio-
lence, making securing food more 
difficult than ever. Thus, it is essen-
tial that the concepts of rights-hold-
ers and duty-bearers be expanded to 
emphasize the ways in which states 
are obligated to assist undocument-
ed immigrants. 
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A sheep practices social distancing from his flock on the inner Hebrides island of Skye in Scotland. The day before, 
UK prime minister Boris Johnson closes the country’s borders due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Photo taken at Staf-
fin, Isle of Skye, Scotland. 
Photo by Jennings Dixon, Class of 2022
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Sunset trail by the mountains. Photo taken at The Alps, Interlaken, Switzerland. 
Photo by Danny Sachs, Lafayette College Class of 2022
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